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MYOCARDIAL INFARCTION
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Insights from animal models of myocardial
infarction: do ACE inhibitors limit the

structural response?

Jos F M Smits, Mat ] A P Daemen

Inhibitors of angiotensin converting enzyme
(ACE) are now used extensively to treat myo-
cardial infarction. Large studies have shown
beneficial effects on morbidity and mortality.!
The beneficial effect seems to be mediated, at
least in part, by intervention in the complex
changes in ventricular structure. This type
of change is referred to as “ventricular
remodelling.” In spite of their successful appli-
cation in myocardial infarction, several issues
remain to be resolved. Theoretically, the
mechanisms that mediate the response, such
as the nature of the angiotensin receptors and
their localisation in the heart or the periphery,
need to be known to understand the effect.
Such knowledge may also help to solve
practical questions related to the treatment of
patients with infarction, such as dosing and
timing of treatment. With respect to the timing
of treatment, several studies are currently
under way to compare immediate and later
treatment in patients with infarction. Animal
experiments have provided not only a theor-
etical framework but also functional data
suggesting that immediate treatment may
evoke adverse effects.

Cardiac remodelling after myocardial
infarction

REMODELLING OF THE INFARCT

An infarct results in cardiomyocyte oedema
and necrosis. Myocyte necrosis is followed
by a wound healing response, which com-
prises a local inflammatory reaction, excessive
deposition of extracellular matrix, angio-
genesis, and the appearance of myofibroblasts
to increase the tensile strength of the infarct.?
Dilatation and thinning, also called infarct
expansion,! 3 are the most important structural
changes in the tissue in an infarct; they are,
however, not only caused by myocyte necrosis
but also by myocyte slippage.*® Infarct
expansion is limited to the first weeks after
myocardial infarction, can ultimately lead to a
ventricular aneurysm, and is negatively cor-
related with ventricular function and prognosis.

REMODELLING OF THE NON-INFARCTED
VENTRICLE

Ventricular dilatation

The non-infarcted ventricle also remodels to
compensate for the loss of viable tissue and to
maintain cardiac function. This remodelling

entails ventricular dilatation, which is initially
beneficial to maintain stroke volume. Ven-
tricular dilatation, however, also increases
ventricular wall stress, which may stimulate
further ventricular enlargement.!

Myocytes

Ventricular  remodelling also  includes
important changes in the quantity and quality
of myocytes. The volume, orientation, and
possibly number of myocytes change,*® but
the changes in myocyte mass, which are
initiated by the increased wall stress, do not
fully compensate for the loss of viable tissue
and for the loss of function. One of the
possible explanations for this apparent
paradox—that is, more cardiac mass without
improved cardiac function—is that cardiac
hypertrophy is associated with alterations in
the quantity and quality of the expression of
contractile, cytoskeletal, and neurohormonal
genes. This results in re-expression of the fetal
phenotype—that is, the re-expression of
proteins that had been present in fetal life but
had disappeared in adulthood.!® Although the
most extensive studies in this respect have
been performed in (small) animals, similar
changes have been documented in humans.'!
The presence of these fetal proteins is
associated with decreased contractility and
lower energy demand of the cardiac muscle.
For instance, the expression of the gene of the
heavy chain of the contractile protein myosin
changes from the o to the B chain, which
contracts more slowly but is less energy
consuming.'?

Endothelium

Although there is a substantial growth in the
number and length of capillaries in the non-
infarcted myocardium, this increase is
insufficient to meet the increase in cardio-
myocyte hypertrophy and the decrease in the
ratio of capillaries to cardiomyocytes during
ventricular remodelling after myocardial
infarction.'® The increase in distance between
capillaries and the decrease in density of
capillary profiles during ventricular remodelling
leads to relative energy starvation.'* The
expression of a less energy consuming
phenotype (see above) may be seen as an
adaptation to the energy starvation of hyper-
trophied cardiomyocytes but is detrimental to
contractility.'*
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Extracellular matrix

The fibrillar collagens, type I and type III, are
the major components of the cardiac extra-
cellular matrix. The amount and distribution
of these fibrillar collagens in the myocardium
are important denominators of cardiac
function, and changes in the amount and
distribution of collagen can affect the function
of the heart. For instance, an increased
collagen fraction increases the stiffness of the
heart, leading to decreased compliance and
diminished diastolic filling. Increased inter-
cellular and pericellular collagen fibres may
limit myocyte motion and decrease the
compliance of the ventricle. Also, arrhythmias
may result from increased collagen deposition.
Fibrillar collagens accumulate in the cardiac
interstitium during aging'> but also during
cardiac hypertrophy induced by pressure over-
load.'* ' The amount of collagen also in-
creases during ventricular remodelling after
myocardial infarction in rats and humans.!®?°
The amount of fibronectin, which provides the
scaffold for the deposition of collagen, also
increases shortly after the induction of cardiac
hypertrophy.?! %

Structural changes in the interstitium are
associated with a change in DNA synthesis. In
rats in which the left coronary artery had been
ligated to induce a myocardial infarction DNA
synthesis increased within the first two weeks
in both the non-infarcted left and right
ventricles. The increased DNA synthesis was
found predominantly in fibroblasts and
endothelial cells and only to a minor extent in
cardiomyocytes.?® 2

Role of the renin-angiotensin system in
ventricular remodelling

The mechanisms that govern the above
described remodelling response of the heart
after a myocardial infarction remain to be
largely elucidated. Obviously, mechanical stress
imposed on the remaining ventricle after an
ischaemic insult may be important. The
observation that the response is not limited to
the left ventricle suggests, however, that other
factors may be important. In this respect, the
renin-angiotensin system has been extensively
investigated; it is of interest because of the
beneficial effects of ACE inhibitors in myo-
cardial infarction, both in experimental animals
and in humans.

The renin-angiotensin system is no longer
considered to be an exclusively circulating
hormone system. Evidence has accumulated
that several tissues, including the heart,
express all the components necessary to form
renin and angiotensin locally.?* Expression of
angiotensinogen, renin, and ACE has been
shown in messenger RNA, as well as in
proteins in cardiac myocytes and cardiac fibro-
blasts. Of special interest are the observations
that expression of angiotensinogen messenger
RNA*»® and ACE messenger RNAZ is
increased in the remaining myocardium after
myocardial infarction in rats. In fact, the
increased wall stress under these conditions
correlated with angiotensinogen expression®
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and ACE expression correlated with the extent
of myocardial infarction,?® suggesting local
regulation of the activity of the cardiac renin-
angiotensin system. What then are the patho-
physiological implications with respect to
remodelling after infarction?

In a recent review, Dzau discusses
the possible functional role of tissue renin-
angiotensin systems.?” Angiotensin II may
influence cardiac inotropy and chronotropy.?’
The effect could be indirect—that is, through
presynaptic activation of the sympathetic
nervous system. Through the same indirect
mechanism angiotensin II could have a trophic
effect. a Adrenoceptor stimulation stimulates
hypertrophy in neonatal rat cardiac
myocytes.”® Alternatively, angiotensin II could
have direct effects on cardiac cells. Angio-
tensin II has trophic effects on cardiac myo-
cytes that are independent of its effect on
blood pressure and mediated entirely through
AT, angiotensin receptors.?’

A role for this mechanism in the cardiac
hypertrophy following myocardial infarction in
rats was suggested by the total inhibition of
hypertrophy we observed after infusion of the
AT, antagonist losartan in infarcted rats.**
Although cardiomyocytes represent the bulk of
the mass of the heart, and changes in cardiac
weight may be interpreted as changes in
cardiac myocyte mass, at least two major cell
types represent the bulk of the cell number:
cardiac fibroblasts and endothelial cells lining
the coronary circulation. In contrast to
cardiomyocytes, these cells are capable of
replicating; this may have consequences for
cardiac stiffness and perfusion, respectively. In
cell culture cardiac fibroblasts show a mito-
genic response to angiotensin I1.>! Again, this
response was mediated by AT, receptors.>! We
found that losartan inhibits collagen synthesis
in vivo after myocardial infarction in rats,*
suggesting a functional role for this effect. The
response of endothelial cells after myocardial
infarction may operate through a different
mechanism. About 30% of cells proliferating
in the myocardium after an infarction are
endothelial cells.?® This suggests vascular out-
growth in the (hypertrophying) myocardium.
Interestingly, losartan blocked only part of the
proliferative response to infarction in rats.*
Since collagen synthesis was blocked com-
pletely, this suggests that the endothelial
response may be spared by losartan, and, thus,
be mediated by another pathway. In this
respect it is noteworthy that in a model for
vascular neogenesis—the chick chorioallantoic
membrane—angiotensin II induces a potent
neovascularisation response that is resistant
to losartan and the non-peptidergic AT,
antagonist PD 123319 but may be completely
inhibited by the peptidergic AT, antagonist
CGP42112A.%2 This suggests that a non-AT,
receptor may be important in this part of the
response.

Remodelling during ACE inhibition
Pfeffer et al were the first to show the effect of
long term captopril treatment in rats after
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myocardial infarction, not only on cardiac
function® but also on survival.** Increased
survival was also observed with enalapril
treatment,”® indicating that this might be a
general effect of ACE inhibitors. For captopril
the functional improvement was associated
with inhibition of cardiac hypertrophy and
dilatation, whereas cardiac stiffness did not
increase.’> The functional improvement was
not the result of decreased afterload since it
could not be mimicked by hydralazine in rats
at a dose that reduced blood pressure to a
similar extent.*® Similarly, zofenopril but not
the o adrenoceptor blocking drug terazosin
effectively inhibits the remodelling response in
dogs in which myocardial infarction was
induced by direct current transmyocardial
shock.>” Francis et al suggested that the
difference in response depends on differential
effects on preload, based on measurements of
venous capacitance.’” This concept has been
corroborated in studies comparing the effects
of enalapril and combined hydralazine-nitrate
treatment in humans with heart failure®;
both treatments improved survival, although
enalapril was more effective than the com-
bined vasodilator treatment. The alternative,
based on the observed activation of the renin-
angiotensin system after infarction and the
greater effectiveness of enalapril cited above, is
a specific interaction with the circulating or
local renin-angiotensin system. The effect of
ACE inhibitors could also be due to the
increased bradykinin concentrations as ACE
inhibitors also prevent the degradation of
bradykinin.* This is supported by the results
of a study in dogs in which the bradykinin
antagonist HOE 140 blocked the effects of
the ACE inhibitor ramipril on infarct size.*
Detailed studies on the effects of bradykinin
on cardiac remodelling processes are, however,
not available.

We have investigated the effects of captopril
on cardiac structure and function after myo-
cardial infarction in rats. The early increase
in interstitial DNA synthesis and collagen
deposition was completely inhibited by treat-
ment with captopril given immediately after
infarction.?® Hydralazine, at a dose that causes
a comparable reduction in peripheral resist-
ance, actually increased interstitiall DNA
synthesis further,?° again suggesting that after-
load reduction is not an overriding factor. As
discussed above, this response is, in part,
mediated through AT, receptors.”® These
structural responses were associated with a
complex effect on cardiac function, resulting
in a decreased stroke volume and increased
heart rate.*! This suggests that the early
structural response is physiological rather than

Structural and functional effects gf differential inhibition of renin-angiotensin system after
myocardial infarction in rats® ¥ ¥

Effect on:
Heart weight Collagen content Total DNA synthesis Cardiac function
Losartan early Decreased Decreased None None
Captopril:
Early Decreased Decreased Decreased Decreased
Late Decreased None None Increased
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pathological. In contrast, once the -early
response had subsided—that is, three weeks
after the infarction®*—treatment with the same
dose of captopril did improve cardiac
function.?! In our studies treatment lasted for
two weeks—that is, from three to five weeks
after infarction. This period may have been
too brief for a clear regression of structural
changes other than hypertrophy. Litwin ez a/
treated rats with captopril from three to six
weeks after infarction and also did not note an
effect on collagen deposition or cardiac
stiffness.*? In contrast, Michel ez al found that
two months of perindopril treatment was
associated with diminution of collagen depo-
sition and cardiac stiffening.’® This discrep-
ancy may be related to the long half life of
cross linked collagens. It is important to note
that ACE inhibition does not inhibit all forms
of collagen deposition, as we have never
observed interference with scar formation in
the infarcted area.

The most prominent results from our
studies with captopril and losartan in rats are
summarised in the table. They suggest that the
effects on collagen deposition do not play an
overriding part in the functional outcome.
Inhibition of interstitial collagen deposition by
early treatment with losartan or captopril had
different effects on function® *° #! but similar
effects on collagen content. This suggests that
the early response to captopril is associated
with inhibition of total cell proliferation—that
is, fibroblasts and endothelial cells—and may
be related to inhibition of formation of
collaterals in the hypertrophying heart.

Conclusions

Our knowledge of the processes that occur in
the heart after myocardial infarction is rapidly
expanding. In parallel, the treatment of
patients suffering from infarction has greatly
improved, primarily by the introduction of
ACE inhibitors to treatment. However, because
of the lack of understanding of the mechanistic
relation between these two—that is, not if,
but how ACE inhibitors interfere with the
remodelling process—basic questions remain
unanswered. These pertain to problems about
whether the circulating or the local renin-
angiotensin system is the primary therapeutic
target, and, consequently, which (if any) ACE
inhibitor may be optimal at what dosing
regimen. With respect to dosing regimen, our
data from animal experiments suggesting
delayed, rather than immediate treatment,
have been confirmed in trials in patients.*’
Basic as well as clinical research will have to
address these primary questions in order to
rationalise treatment in patients with myo-
cardial infarction.
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